W e are fast approaching the end of the Second Millennium of Christian history and about to enter the Third Millen nium. This becomes even more challenging when we anticipate the Third Millennium in relation to the Third Wave of civilization and the emerging Third Church.
Each of these becomes more meaningful when seen in re lation to the other two: Third Church, Third Wave, Third Mil lennium. The three concepts coalesce in my mind, so that I have a vision of the Third Church riding the crest of the Third Wave into the Third Millennium. The most obvious characteristic of all three is that they are time concepts-futuristic metaphors rooted in historical process. As we look ahead to the year 2000 we are challenged to respond to these complex events-complex because all three converge at the same time and in our own lifetime.
Third Wave "Third Wave" is Alvin Toffler's creative metaphor for the new era of human civilization that is already forming somewhere out in the "ocean," so to speak. The central image of his provoc ative book, published in 1980, is that of colliding waves of change. Try to imagine two or three giant waves colliding! The first wave of change came with the AGRICULTURAL REVOLUTION, which broke in upon nomadic fishing and hunting societies around 8000 B.C. This form of civilization dominated the earth unchallenged until sometime around A.D. 1650 when it was disrupted by the second wave of change that came with the INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION, char acterized by an often violent clash between the farmers and the indus trializers.
The industrial civilization is now in crisis because a vast new cluster of forces has arisen to undermine it. The third wave of change began in the 1950s, when, for the first time, white-collar and service workers began to outnumber blue-collar workers in industrially developed countries. For instance, in the 1950s we witnessed the widespread introduction of the computer and commercial jet travel, and more recently color TV, the mi crochip, the FAX machine, the laser disc, and numerous other high-impact innovations. This is clearly the information era.
Although the Third Wave began to gather momentum during the 1950s in industrially developed countries, it has arrived more recently in other countries like South Korea and Taiwan. "To day," says Toffler, "all the high-tech nations are reeling from the collision between the Third Wave and the obsolete ... econMany developing countries are feeling the impact of three different waves of change, all at the same time.
omies and institutions of the Second Wave."l This is because many developing countries are feeling the impact of two, even three quite different waves of change, at the same time, all moving at different rates of speed and with varied degrees of force behind them. Understanding this, Toffler believes, is the secret to making sense of much of the political and social conflict we see around us: in the Middle East, for example, the Soviet Union, and the Phil ippines. "When a society is struck by two or more giant waves of change, and none is yet clearly dominant," he observes, "the image of the future is fractured.r" Take the crisis the Philippines is now experiencing, familiar to this writer. It can be understood, in large part, as resulting from colliding waves of social change, as Filipinos feel simultaneously the impact of three social revo lutions: the agricultural, the industrial, and the informational. What is happening now, as the Third Wave approaches, is noth ing less than a global revolution, a quantum leap in human his tory.
In Toffler's view, the jolting changes we are now experiencing are not chaotic but cumulative. They add up to a giant transfor mation in the way we live, work, play, and think. It assumes that "we are the final generation of an old civilization and the first generation of a new one, and that much of our personal confu sion, anguish, and disorientation can be traceddirectly to the conflict within us, and within our political institutions, between the dying Second Wave civilization and the emergent Third Wave civilization that is thundering in to take its place.r"
Whether the wave hypothesis proves correct in detail or not, it deserves a response. Clearly, Toffler is neither a romantic idealist nor a stubborn traditionalist. Instead he advocates a positive, revolutionary alternative that he believes to be realistically at tainable. The values he sees evolving in Third Wave society are democratic and pluralistic. These values include decentralized planning, shared decision-making, collegial leadership style, and matrix organization (organization with self-coordinating units). In short, the new civilization is anticipated to be generally nonBiihlmann tries to show that the Third Church is destined to be "first" as far as vitality and influence are concerned.
authoritarian (with democracy coming into its own) and basically nonviolent (war no longer regarded as a civilized way of settling disputes).
As the first generation of a new civilization we are challenged to create new forms and not just maintain the old ones. "Some generations are born to create," writes Toffler, "others to main tain a civilization.... Today in every sphere of social life, in our families, our schools, our businesses, and churches, in our energy systems and communications, we face the need to create new Third Wave forms.?" One problem is that in every society there is a fringe of pseudo-revolutionaries, steeped in obsolete Second Wave assumptions, for whom no proposed change is radical enough. Among these are what he calls "archaeo-Marxists, anarcho-romantics, right-wing fanatics, armchair guerrillas, and honest-to-God terrorists, dreaming of totalitarian technocracies or medieval utopias.r" Even as we move into a new historical era, these pseudo-revolutionaries nurse dreams of revolution drawn from the yellowed pages of yesterday's political tracts. What lies ahead, however, is not a replay of any previous revolutionary drama-"no centrally directed overthrow of the ruling elites by some 'vanguard party' with the masses in tow; no spontaneous, supposedly cathartic, mass uprising triggered by terrorism," as [oma Sison on the extreme left and Gringo Honason on the ex treme right continue to imagine for the Philippines, for example. No, the creation of new political structures for a Third Wave civilization will not come in a single climactic upheaval but instead as a result of a thousand innovations and collisions at many levels and in many places over a period of decades."
Third Millennium
Toffler believes that the Third Wave is cresting as we enter the Third Millennium. The First Millennium was mainly the history of the Eastern church, the church of the Eastern Mediterranean world, ending with the Great Schism in 1054. The Second Mil lennium is largely the history of the church of the Western world.
The Third Millennium in the history of Christianity is expected to be predominantly the history of the church of the Southern hemisphere, that is, the newer churches which are the end prod uct of global mission.
As we approach the year 2000 there is the sense that we are living in a time of gigantic change. Like the ancient biblical drama, the modern millennium ignites our vision for a better world alongside our nightmares of the world's end. The tension between the two is ever-present: a better world or apocalypse, vision or nightmare. Much depends on whether we view the turn of the millennium as the end of human history or as the beginning of a new era.
Third Church
We do well to remind ourselves that the three waves of human civilization and the three millennia of Christian history, as implied earlier in this paper, do not necessarily follow each other in se quence, but exist in varied proportions alongside each other in every culture as giant waves of change. The same is true of the First, Second, and Third Church. Wherever global mission has spread, they exist side-by-side in Christianity's increasing inter cultural context.
In the mid-1970s a book appeared under the title The Coming of the Third Church by the Swiss Roman Catholic missiologist, Walbert Buhlmann. He did not discuss the Third Millennium, and the Third Wave metaphor had not yet been introduced. But he expressed a vision of the significance of a "Third Church" which he saw emerging in our time. In fact, he considered the coming of the Third Church to be an epoch-making event, and an unprecedented opportunity for world Christianity.
The First Church is geographically the Eastern church (his torically, the church of the First Millennium), known to us today as the Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Catholic churches whose origins antedate the Great Schism of 1054. Buhlmann recognizes that the First Church still exists today, but is now a sleeping church-"the Church of silence." With the changes in Eastern Europe, that may be less true in the 1990s than it was in the 1970s, but some would say that it remains largely a priestly church that seems to have lost sight of its prophetic mission.
The Second Church is the church of the Western world which, for roughly a thousand years, the Second Millennium, has been the "center" of world Christianity, but now experiences de cline in both numerical growth and social influence.
The Third Church is "third" in being the newer branch of world Christianity-the end product of global mission. "Thirdness" has nothing to do with rank. As I said earlier, it is a historical term, like Third Millennium and Third Wave. In fact, the main thrust of Buhlmann's book is to show that the Third Church is destined to become the "first" as far as vitality and influence are concerned. He sees the Third Church coming into its own in the twenty-first century. In his words, "Third Church" simply expresses the fact that, "alongside the Western and the Eastern Church there has arisen a new entity which, by its special characteristics and future expectations, deserves to be de noted and appreciated by its own special name.i" He believes that the coming of the Third Church is envisioned by Luke in chapter 13, verse 29: "People will come from the east and the west, from the north and the south, and sit down at the feast in the Kingdom of God" (TEV).
Although the Third Church is largely the church of the "Third World," it is by no means coextensive with the Third There is, however, a geographical dimension to the "Third Church" concept. The emergence of a Third Church is partly the result of what Buhlmann calls "a shift in the world's center of gravity." The fact is that the Western world is no longer the center of the globe. Japan's meteoric rise to power, the drive of China It is an exciting time to be alive and to be engaged in partnership in Christ's global mission.
for modernization by the year 2000, the assertiveness of the Is lamic world, the recent rise of newly industrialized countries in Asia (the Four Tigers), the economic expansion on the Pacific Rim-all are signs that yesterday's Western-dominated world is shifting on its axis. This geographical shift profoundly affects "the Church's center of gravity," says Buhlmann. The axis of Christendom also is now shifting, even as we speak, from the northern to the Southern hemisphere. Given present growth trends, by the year 2000 there will be more Christians in the Third Church than in the First and the Second Church combined. This trend is due mainly to the fact that there will be more Christians in Africa than in North America by the end of this century, and more in Latin America than in Europe. Growth factors include the high birth rate in developing countries, the decline of organized Christianity in Europe, and the increase of new conversions in Africa. Asia, while still the major non-Christian continent, is now showing signs of remarkable receptivity to Christianity in countries once thought to be hostile to the Christian faith. All of this means that the centers of the church's influence in the future may no longer be Rome, Geneva, or Canterbury, but more likely Nairobi, Buenos Aires, and Seoul. One African theologian already has suggested that it is time for the election of an African pope and for the World Council of Churches to transfer its central headquarters from Geneva to Nairobi! Earlier I said that I saw a kind of vision of the Third Church riding the crest of the Third Wave. This can be illustrated by the fact that since 1980 the Christian world has purchased and is using some 45 million computers, with a capital value of no less than $295 billion. According to David Barrett, Christians are buy ing new computers at the rate of 16,800 every day. In his words, "These systems owned and operated by Christians are backed up by a new kind of Christian army-200 million Christian com puter specialists." This development was completely unantici pated ten years ago. It has resulted in fifty-six "Great Commission global networks," which can be further grouped into nine "global meganetworks" embracing all the major Christian denominations and spanning 210 countries and eight continents. 8 As we look ahead to the dawning of the Third Millennium, only a few short years away, we are asked to respond positively, creatively, and with measured optimism to the challenge of the emerging Third Church. Working as mission partners, we are part of the Third Church, which, like it or not, is riding the Third Wave of civilization and coming into its own with the dawning of the Third Millennium. To say the very least, it is an exciting time to be alive and to be engaged in partnership in Christ's global mission. I personally believe it is highly unlikely that the year 2000 will mark the end of time, unless the end comes through a man-made apocalypse. If we believe Providence has had a hand in raising up the Third Church, we can expect God to guide the church through the Third Millennium as she rides out the un certainties of the Third Wave of civilization.
Among the crucial questions we are moved to ask are the following: Is the Third Wave fraught with peril as well as promise for the Third Church? Who will shape the new civilization now rapidly rising to replace the old? How much influence will Christian thought and action have in the shaping of the new era? How do we know that deeply entrenched "second wave" proponents will not simply exploit the "new wave" values to reinforce their own vested interests? Granted that a whole new set of values is expected, should the Third Church merely "ride" the wave or should it not also be "making waves"-that is, shaping those new values? Finally, are Third Church leaders prepared to assume the historic role now assigned to them? Lesslie Newbigin, in discussing churches of the Third World that belong to societies that are struggling to prove their truly national character, expresses the insight that "churches in the old colonial powers, ridden by feelings of guilt, ... applaud in the younger churches a synthesis of nationalism and Christianity which they deplore in their missionary grandparents.r" In other words, to put it pointedly, are we ready to accept uncritically any and every expression of Christianity in the Third Church as long as it is authentically Asian, African, or Latin American?
I share with Buhlmann the conviction that only in genuine partnership and mutuality can the "three churches" effectively shape the new future. They need one another: The Third Church needs the Second for support, and the First and the Second Church need the Third for renewal. Each has something to contribute and to teach; each has something to receive and to learn. We need to strike all three notes as a single chord. The Third Church, writes Buhlmann, must not remain a "kindergarten for mother Church" nor a "poor house for the exercise of her charity."l0 The Second Church must find a large part of her true purpose in life in enabling the Third Church to be truly Christ's church in the full sense, that is, "a sign of hope and salvation," especially in the southern regions of the globe-a hemisphere full of poverty and sickness, of non-Christian religions and seekers for truth. We conclude with Buhlmann that, contrary to much pessimism in the mainline churches, "we are not at the end" of global Christian mission, "but rather at the beginning of a new and extraordinary missionary era."n It is only the end of the begin ning! Christian faith assures us that God is involved in these happenings-judging the idolatries and inequities of Second Wave, Second Millennium society, and creating new forms for the fu ture. The colliding waves of change, when one era is coming to an end and a new one is about to begin, can be seen as the hidden activity of God.
There is little doubt that the Third Church and the Third Millennium are part of God's future plan. The Third Wave of human civilization is more ambiguous, of course, because we are all too aware of what "man's inhumanity to man" has made of the First and the Second Wave. Yet, who knows but that the Third Wave, with all its promise and peril, may also be part of God's creative and purposive action? One indicator may be the remarkable convergence in our own lifetime of the three events: Third Wave, Third Millennium, Third Church. If we could know with certainty that the Third Wave is indeed God's doing, we would want at once to mount the surfboard and ride the crest of the wave into the Third Millennium. It will be necessarily a part nership between God and us. Are we willing to take the risk? Are we ready to question many of the old values and adopt new ones? Are we willing to accept the necessary disciplines? As men tioned earlier, much depends on whether we view the new mil lennium as the end of time or as the beginning of a new era. We need to steer a middle course between faithless pessimism and facile optimism. The first is illusory and the second is paralyzing. To quote a recent document emerging from the struggle in North ern Ireland: "On the one hand the Christian message is starkly realistic, recognizing. . . humanity's terrifying potential for in humanity. On the other hand, it proclaims with joy and hope the Much depends on whether we view the new millennium as the end of time or the beginning of a new era. advent of a new reality. If offers a compelling vision of the world that could be [and] summons all of us to a greater sensitivity to the cries of the suffering. . . ." 12 One thing is sure, to paraphrase the words of that wise old Pharisee Gamaliel: "If this undertaking is merely of men, it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to stop it. You .may even find yourself fighting against God" (Acts 5:38f.).
Notes -------------------------------------

